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What we plan to go over today: 
 

● The reasons for and against fining patrons 
● The effects of fines on patrons and their 

relationship with their libraries 
● Effective policies for fine-free libraries 
● Planning and implementation at our library 
● Assessment strategies 





“I asked staff if they really felt good about 
telling a kid they weren’t allowed to check out 
a book because they owed a fine. I asked them 
if they enjoyed arguing with people over ten 
cents when those people were not going to 
follow the rules no matter what... I’d rather 
focus on the 99% of responsible patrons.” 
 

- Anne Lowery, Director of New London Public Library 



Arguments as to why we should fine our patrons: 
 
1. The efficient circulation of materials - in 

order to keep things moving, we need stuff 
back in a timely manner. 

2. Community responsibility: a late loan harms 
the community, therefore the wrongdoer must 
be punished. 

3. The money: libraries need fines to balance 
their budget. 



“The notion of librarians as punitive 
avengers, be it for enforcing silence or 
demanding payback for overdue 
items, is commonly held and has been 
widely caricatured.” 
 
- Marianne Ryan, Associate University 

Librarian for User Service Strategies, 
Northwestern University 



“Overdue fines are a regressive 
method of raising revenue, they hurt 
the most those who can afford them 
the least, create stress-filled 
interactions, and require significant 
amounts of staff time to manage.” 
 
- David J. Seleb, Executive Director of Oak 
Park Public Library 
 



“Overdue fines do not turn 
irresponsible patrons into responsible 
ones, they only distinguish between 
patrons who can afford to pay for the 
common mistake of late returns and 
those who cannot.” 
 
- San Francisco Public Library and the 

Financial Justice Project of San Francisco 



“Trust is important because its 
presence or absence can have a 
bearing on what we choose to do.”  
 
- Partha Dasgupta, Professor Emeritus of 

Economics, Cambridge University 



What approaches to going fine-free work? 
Some studies suggest: 
 

○ Longer lending periods. 
○ More frequent communication. Yes, spam 

lots of notices work! 
○ Billing for replacement when ILS matures 

item to lost, and blocking account until 
matter is resolved. 



Positive effects from going fine-free include: 
 

○ Reduction in staff time spent on 
accounting and billing. 

○ Improvement in relationship between 
patrons and staff. 

○ Improvement in student confidence in 
library services. We’ve given them some 
trust and they reciprocate by trusting us 
more in return. 



Making the case to partners and campus: 

● Mission correlation 
● Effects 

○ People 
○ Finances 

● Timeline for Implementation 
● Examples of Success 
● Positive Feedback from Stakeholders 



“When the due date comes up for an item and 
we can't renew it, we have to keep it past the 
due date despite the fines because we need it 
desperately ...It would help significantly if 
students could check out library materials 
without worrying about the burden of library 
fines which can add up and becomes one more 
debt that we have to pay.”  
 
- Tena Gilleard, Library Student Advisory Board 
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“DON’T TOUCH THE 
LOAN RULES.” 

 
- DAVE 





Don’t Touch the Loan Rules (too much…) 



“Fines were never meant to be revenue 
generating” - Public Information Officer, New 
Orleans Public  Libraries (Library Journal) 
 
 
“If they have paid significant property taxes for 
library services, are you going to block them over 
$10 in late fees?”  - Matt Womack, Executive 
Director, ELA Public Lib District. 



Public Libraries Weigh in: What About 
The Money? 
 
● Small percentage of overall budget 
● Fines should not be seen as planned revenue 
● Revenue can be replaced 



“In short, there were no negative impacts on the 
collection, we saved hours of staff time, and 
patrons responded very well to the entire process.”  

- Boyce, College of William & Mary, 2014 

  

“The removal of fines had no significant effect on 
borrower return rates and circulation numbers, but 
did win significant goodwill among users.”  

- Reed, Blackburn & Sifton, Vancouver Island University, 2014 

 



Assessment: Which Processes & 
Parameters? 

● Loan length 
● Days before return 
● Overdues 
● Replacement/Lost/ 

Billed 
● Fines 

● Blocked Accounts 
● Invoices 
● Transactions Reversed 
● Recalls 
● ILL 
● Staff time 

Applied to each loan type, patron group, and 
counted by percentage of total. 



“This is beyond exciting! What a fabulous improvement! 
This will definitely help students during research! Please 
pass this along to whomever worked on this progress!”     
- Hollins Student 
 
“This is such a great idea! Well done! …. Very on point 
with the mission. I hope it works out!” - Staff 
 
“This is exciting! I am consistently impressed with how 
the library engages with the student body on campus. 
Y’all are fabulous.” - Hollins Alum 



How to go fine-free 
 
1. Research and put forth your 

proposal - you are welcome to make 
use of our libguide in your process: 
libguides.hollins.edu/finefree 

2. Planning 
3. Implementation 
4. Assessment 

 

http://libguides.hollins.edu/finefree


Thank you!  May we take your 
questions? 
 
 
More information at: 
http://libguides.hollins.edu/finefree 


